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In the future, the line between human and machine is disappearing. Advancements in technology allow humans to enhance themselves with cybernetic parts.


Hanka Robotics, funded by the government, is developing a military operative that will blur the line even further. By transplanting a human brain into a fully synthetic body, they will combine the strongest attributes of human and robot.




PROLOGUE
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A NEW SHELL


Who am I?


The question terrified her. It made all the rest of her confusion trivial. She did not know where she was, how she had gotten here, what had happened before.


She also knew that she was being moved, not under her own power. She was being propelled steadily forward. The movement was smooth, and she could see what was above her, so she must be on her back. She could not even tell whether she was in pain. Something was surely wrong with her. She was in a white long-sleeved robe made of some light fabric that didn’t keep the cold out. She felt like she could not sit up, could not swing her legs. And her breathing wasn’t normal. There was some sort of mask over her nose and mouth. The air circulating through it didn’t taste right.


There were people around her, on both sides and running along after, all of them dressed in medical gloves, hoods, and protective masks, all colored bright arterial red. As a group, the med team looked like a swarm of red corpuscles, flowing through a vein made of white industrial tile. They all had visors on, each one running a steady stream of holographic data before the medics’ eyes.


The medical team also wore hard black semi-vests over their coats, all with a yellow Hanka logo on the back. One man, not part of the team, was wearing a dark suit. He stood to the side, letting the others rush past.


Had she been in an accident? She couldn’t remember. She managed to get up one hand to pull her mask off, but a red-gloved hand grasped her wrist and put it down on the gurney, and she didn’t have the strength to raise it a second time. There was something made of plastic circling her wrist, though she couldn’t bring it up to where she could see it. The object was a clear wristband with a yellow tag that that read PROJECT 2751.


A woman’s voice calmly announced over the PA system, “Oxygen levels are dropping.” And indeed, she was having trouble breathing. What was wrong? Was she dying? She was aware of her gurney passing through an archway and stopping inside a room.


“Brain function normal,” said the woman over the PA system.


So perhaps she didn’t have brain damage. But then why wouldn’t any clear memories come to her?


And then the room dimmed and thought ceased, so she did not hear the next announcement over the PA system. “Cerebral salvage ready to proceed.”


In the operating room, technology reigned supreme. Each piece of cybernetic equipment, gleaming-edged tools and lasers too thin for eyes to track and translucent strands of delicate-looking but powerful transmitters, all moved without the aid of human hands around the young woman, preparing her for the upcoming procedure.


Project 2571’s scalp was peeled back cleanly, the skull opened and the brain removed, but the only humans at work were several rooms away, programming the surgical devices moving in a complicated ballet of exacting incisions and removal.


The subject’s human brain, gold techno-enhancements faintly visible against the pink organic matter, was contained cleanly in a black synthetic brain case, which was stamped with the Hanka logo, even though this would not be seen by anyone unless the project terminated. When the brain had been temporarily stabilized and the rest of the associated organic matter had been disposed of, the PA system again broadcast updates of the procedure. “Robotic skeleton prepared and waiting for brain insertion. Initiate Project Two-Five-Seven-One.”


Imagine a synthesis of both things, of mechanism and human. Call it cyborg. A blending of organic intellect and mechanical perfection, biology’s ultimate living computer encased within technology’s ultimate physical form. Mind and machine in perfect harmony.


In the Hanka Robotics Corporation, there was a chamber known as the Shelling Room. No humans ever entered it. Every action was completed with rote perfection by synthetic intelligences and flawless computer programs. What took place within the space was of such incredible complexity that a mere human could not hope to control it. Only the machines could truly birth another of their kind. Only they were able to assemble the mechanism with infinite precision and unerring patience.


Deep in a tank of dark liquid, a vertical humanoid skeleton, painstakingly constructed by Hanka scientists, gleamed in the low light. Over the skeletal form made of titanium alloy and hyper-density polymers, artificial organs were placed, gathered in such a way that their functions could both emulate and exceed those of a human. Across the assemblage, a complex web of thread-thin mech-nerves were overlaid and twinned with myomer muscle groups, vat-grown in zero-gravity. Tendrils of composite organic and synthetic materials reached up from the skeleton to connect with compatible translucent filaments reaching down from the incoming brain case.


The mecha-composite slowly began to resemble something human, something feminine, but only in the most abstract sense. It was a diagram from an anatomy book, a skinless horror.


The artificial shell was suspended, adrift and without life or mind. The skull—a layered device, petal upon petal of armored metal and electroactive polymer—unfastened gently. A clockwork action, a music box opening, the petals peeled back until the empty void within was fully revealed.


Cables guided Project 2571’s human brain into this new housing. The shroud of meat and bone that it had animated was now gone. The pink matter was swallowed whole by the artificial cranium.


When the cables had released the brain case, the skull closed and the entire body was released to float downward to the bottom of the tank. From inside the surface of the brain case, innumerable fiber-optic tendrils unfurled and quested forth to pierce the protective sack. Connections fused into the biological tissue, building unique neural linkages and bridging the gap between the flesh and the metal. The fibers merged themselves with the dendrites and synapses of the living cerebellum. The interface was completed.


The surgery could have taken place in total darkness, but the scientists felt the need to observe, making sure it was all going as planned. A few red lights within the tank provided illumination for those watching through the viewing portals.


The flow of conductive liquid in the tank was now orchestrated to turn the body onto its back. The pressure pushed the human-shaped form into another tank, this one lit red. Here it was coated with a white substance, a quarter-inch-thick layer of a white cellular/plastic compound that set over the entire body, allowing the layers of skin and flesh and electronics to fuse undisturbed. Each millimeter contained microscopic biomechanical circuitry that would enable the brain and its host to complete tasks that neither machinery nor humanity on its own could ever achieve. Then the body floated upward in the chamber, gravity turned off so there was no point of contact between the floor and the forming epidermis.


Once the process was complete, the white compound broke up in a multitude of pieces that fluttered away like small, startled birds to reveal the entity beneath. A cyber-mech body, fully artificial in every way, but operated by a thinking, feeling, living human mind. There were markings across the new body, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, but these would soon become almost undetectable.


While it was in no way the purpose of the project, most observers would have agreed that 2571 was beautiful. Her features were elfin and delicate in some ways, cold and inviolate in others. She had wide-set eyes, a bow-shaped mouth, breasts that tapered to a firm waist and long, powerful legs. Her skin was pale, which made for a dramatic contrast with her jet-black hair, which came to just below her earlobes.


She had yet to open her new, augmented eyes, looking like a porcelain statue, the lines in the dermal plates that formed her cheeks and her brow barely visible. They faded by the moment as her skin grew more real, more human in tone. Soon she would be indistinguishable from the organic. At least, outwardly, except for the four dark quik-ports in the back of her neck, but so many people had those these days that the ports simply made her look like a functioning member of society. Her form was covered by a transparent sheet, which in turn was covered by the glowing red of the scan-grid running through the conductive material.


Then she was awake again, but just as confused as she had been before. She saw rapidly changing colors—white, yellow, orange, blue—and her fingers trembled. She knew she was moving them, but couldn’t feel anything around them. Not comfort, not warmth, not cold, not… anything. Was this normal? All she could remember was… water. She had been sinking in water, it had been cold… A voice spoke. Its owner sounded kind. “Now your eyes are going to open.”


Only then did she realize her eyes were closed. She opened them and she could see, but there was still no sensation. It was disturbing.


She was in what looked like a hospital operating room, lying supine on an exam table that was lit from within. A very bright light was directly above her. The doctor who’d spoken now pulled back the sheet. “There. You’re safe now.” The woman, dressed in bright red scrubs, had warm brown eyes and a welcoming smile.


She realized that there were restraints on her upper arms, keeping her from sitting up. Something was plugged into her neck. And she was having trouble breathing. There was no feeling of air going in, of lungs holding oxygen, of expelling air. She gasped.


“It’s okay,” the doctor maintained. “Just breathe.”


She couldn’t stop gasping, hearing how harsh it sounded and still feeling nothing. The doctor repeated, “Just breathe.”


She tried to stop fighting her own panic. Her gasps began to subside into raspy inhalations and exhalations.


“Breathe,” the doctor said once more.


The rasps became shaky breaths.


The doctor smiled. “Good,” she said, her voice soft. “That’s good. Hello, Mira.” The doctor put a red-gloved hand on the edge of the exam table, as if to demonstrate that she was right here, ready to help if needed.


Mira, she thought. That’s my name. It sounded unfamiliar to her, but nothing else seemed familiar, either. Certainly this room wasn’t. And had she ever met this doctor before?


Maybe not, because the doctor felt the need to introduce herself. “I’m Dr. Ouelet.”


Mira focused on the woman. She was perhaps about fifty, with a sympathy in her dark eyes that matched her voice. “Do you remember anything about the attack?”


An attack? That would explain why she was in a hospital. But Mira didn’t remember. “What happened?” Then she recalled the water, floating downward in the darkness. She trembled. “I was… I was drowning.” The memory hit her then, with force—loss of control, terror, a wave over her head. “There’s water!” She gulped reflexively.


“That’s right,” Dr. Ouelet said. “You were on a boat. A refugee boat.”


In Mira’s mind, the images formed. She was on a boat with her family, crammed together with many other families. She recalled the sounds—sharp voices arguing, someone laughing, a child crying—and the smell of too many people too long unwashed sharing too small a space. Then there had been a flash, and flames, and a murderous metal scream as the deck ruptured and tilted and water was everywhere…


“It was sunk by terrorists,” Dr. Ouelet explained.


The water had been icy, and Mira had been cut by splintering wood. But now she couldn’t feel the places where she had been cut, or the temperature in the hospital room, or her fingers and toes, or her breath. It was horrible. “Why can’t I feel my body?”


Dr. Ouelet’s voice remained gentle. She gave an encouraging smile, as though Mira shouldn’t be made afraid by what she said next. “Mira, your body was damaged. We couldn’t save it.”


That made no sense. An arm, a leg, an eye could be lost. But Mira couldn’t be lying here, listening to the doctor, without… But she couldn’t feel anything. Not cold air on her face, not the examination table underneath her. She could not feel her lungs, or the pulse of her heart. She gasped and began to tremble.


Dr. Ouelet continued her soft, terrible explanation. “Only your brain survived. We made you a new body. A synthetic shell.” Then she smiled and nodded, as if what she was saying was meant to be reassuring. “But your mind, your soul… your ‘ghost’…” The doctor lowered her voice to a whisper, as though making it seem like a secret should ease Mira’s fears. “It’s still in there.”


Mira tried to follow what the doctor was saying. She looked around, but there were no clues in this sterile room. Her memories were incoherent. She couldn’t remember her family, not really, not why they’d been on the boat or where they had come from, but she remembered being human, being at home in her own skin. This was… this was not…


The synthetic shell, as the doctor called it, did take breaths, but it seemed to need something from Mira to do it properly, and all at once she couldn’t. She began hiccupping uncontrollably, and as she couldn’t catch her breath, she began shaking, until the shakes became convulsions and her back slammed against the examination table.


Dr. Ouelet stepped back from Mira and gestured to two waiting nurses. “Please.” The nurses stepped forward, awaiting instruction. “Sedate her.”


The more junior nurse hesitated to use a syringe on a patient who was moving so unpredictably, but the senior nurse commanded, “Put it in her arm. Now.”


The junior nurse succeeded in administering the sedative into Mira without having the needle snap off in the patient’s jerking arm. The drug took effect almost at once, and Mira’s convulsions subsided into shakes, her gasps into small, inarticulate sounds.


Once it was clear that Mira was in no danger, Dr. Ouelet left the operating room and stepped into her office, which was just on the other side of a wide observation window that ran almost the length of the connecting wall. She emitted a tense sigh, not looking forward to the conversation she was obliged to have with the man who was waiting for her. It was the same man who had been in the corridor when the team had wheeled Project 2571 in for the extraction surgery.


Hanka’s chief executive officer Leslie Cutter was in his forties, with dark hair swept back from his forehead. His black suit was almost as expensive as the yellow ocular implant in his right eye and the dark neural enhancer visible in his left temple. In practical terms, the suit had cost him more; as head of Hanka Robotics, he hadn’t had to pay anything for his cyberenhancements. “Will it work?” he asked Ouelet.


“Absolutely.” Ouelet was proud of her own work, but also proud of how well Mira had withstood the test of having her essence put into its new shell. “She’s a miracle.” Guessing what Cutter was thinking, Ouelet continued, “A machine can’t lead, it can only follow orders. A machine can’t imagine, or care, or intuit. But as a human mind in a cybernetic frame, Mira can do all those things… and more.” She momentarily looked away from her visitor to study the holographic blue stream of data scrolling down over the window.


When Cutter spoke again, it was clear to Ouelet that he understood the operation was a success—and comprehended almost none of its implications. “The first of her kind. She will join Section Nine as soon as she is operational.”


Ouelet tried hard to keep hold of her temper. She and her team had succeeded in creating a new life form, and Cutter simply saw Mira as a tool for law enforcement. “Please, please don’t do that. You’re reducing a complex human to a machine.”


“I don’t think of her as a machine.” Cutter’s voice was bland as he dismissed Ouelet’s concerns. “She’s a weapon. And the future of my company.”


Cutter turned and left. Ouelet turned to look through the observation window at the examining room beyond. Mira was now sleeping peacefully.
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SOLID STATE


A year later, nothing and everything was new in New Port City. As its name suggested, the place was a major shipping destination, with a heavily trafficked harbor. It was also a hub of international industry, a magnet for worldwide corporate dealings.


The night sky above was a dark cowl of heavy cloud, dense with unspent rain, looming over myriad steel and glass skyscrapers that reached toward it like the fingers of some giant machine.


Due to the peculiarities of the city’s microclimate, it rained here often, but tonight the weather-modification technology kept the downpour in check. Traffic ran on multiple levels through downtown, with steel arches placed over each road at regular intervals both to hold up the infrastructure and to remind distracted drivers of the lane parameters. Green and red shimmering holographic signals pointed out on-ramps and off-ramps to the motorists. Packed in atop one another, the citizens ebbed and flowed through the avenues of the downtown core in pulses, mimicking the patterns of electrons through some vast circuit diagram. From high above, it was impossible to discern individual figures on the walkways or in the vehicles. There was only the flow of light and color, the constant motion. The city-as-machine, endlessly running.


The sky, though, was full. Some things in it were simply for civic beautification, like the holograms of shimmering, glittering spheres that suggested New Port City was a place of glamour and joy. But most of the skyline was dedicated to commerce. Advertising was everywhere, on the sides of buildings and floating free in the air. Holograms, many of them towering higher than the city’s forest of skyscrapers, hawked everything imaginable, everywhere the eye could see, in every color of the spectrum. Solograms—holograms that appeared to be solid—proliferated as well. The audio for the ads was easily accessed on a variety of phone apps or cyber-augmented hearing channels within the ear, for those who were interested.


One floating billboard crossed the sky, while a male announcer on the audio declared, “Introducing Bridgeworks from Lippastrift Technologies, the first artificially created memory enhancement…”


The hologram competed for airspace and attention with many others. One simply advertised something called “Locus Slocus.” Another promoted “virtulearning” from Hanka Robotics. In another a female announcer promised, “Sirenum’s training protocol is the fastest and most efficient way to develop the abilities you’ve always wanted.”


A fifth holographic billboard showed a man with a techno-enhanced hand. A male voice enthused, “Stronger than ever. Experience your power with PneumaGrip.” A sixth billboard had a contrasting style, as it was from law enforcement rather than a corporate sales division. Part of it read, in huge letters, “CYBER CRIME IS PUNISHED SEVERELY.” For those still unclear on the concept, the audio warned, “Cyber crime is a type-one offense. Minimum punishment: fifteen years in prison.”


Hanka Robotics, arguably the world’s largest corporation, probably didn’t need to advertise itself. Then again, perhaps its prominence was due in part to its relentless self-promotion. It had yet another hologram commercial winding through New Port City airspace: “Protect your life essence, with virtulock technology. Hanka Robotics guarantees personal safety and integrity against outside threats.” With so many readily available bodily implants, this was a danger facing most ordinary consumers.


More ads, some aggressive like the fifty-foot geisha advertising a nightclub, some subtler, like the zeppelin-sized solographic koi that swam between buildings, all clamored for attention in a variety of languages—English, Japanese, Cantonese, Arabic and more—as tuners in cars and radios and implants changed channels.


On a restricted channel, heard only by the city’s law enforcement personnel, one voice came through unopposed. “All patrolling air units be advised. Possible cyber-crime activity in the vicinity. Airspace in all adjoining areas to be locked down. Section Nine is currently on site. Repeat: All patrolling air units be advised. Possible cyber-crime activity—” the voice faded a little, its wavelength compromised by the uncountable others, “—in the vicinity. All airspace…”


With the enormous, vividly colored images moving everywhere, few people would even try to look through and past them to anything more solid. It would take both augmented optics and tactical knowledge to see a single figure, perched on a rooftop.


The Major—this was how she thought of herself now; only Ouelet called her Mira—blinked. She stood near the edge of the towering building. Her visor was pushed up on her forehead as she looked down and across the street through the ocular implants that the rest of the world saw as lovely, but normal, green eyes. The edges of her long matte-black coat to flapped against her legs in the wind.


Across the street from the Major, the Maciej Hotel was one of the city’s biggest towers, a jagged shard of reflective emerald and spun-lattice lunar steel that reached a dizzying one hundred floors high. Every level was an exercise in opulent luxury, with dozens of suites and bespoke rooms assembled atop each other to appeal to the richest men and women visiting the city, or even richer locals looking to impress someone.


The Major looked down into the sheer drop between her position and the hotel opposite. The wind toyed with her, threatening to push her over the edge and into the gulf. She imagined the fall; the thought held no fear. The solograms briefly won her notice, each one claiming to offer the key to a better future through cybernetic improvement. The Major looked away from the advertisements and down at her gloved hands, pondering whether cybernetic enhancement, planned and voluntary, unlike her own, really did make people’s lives better. She saw herself reflected in the ideal identity the corporations were promoting. Her young face framed by short dark hair, with its deep eyes and old soul beneath. The body of an athlete all spare lines, lean and flawless. And within that shell—


“This is Major. I’m on site.” She didn’t need to speak, or even subvocalize her response; the mindcomms link implanted in her neck gave her a kind of machine-telepathy that was routed directly back to Chief Aramaki at headquarters, and to the rest of her tactical team looped into the encrypted network. She could almost sense them out there in the darkness, faint phantom presences that existed just beyond the limits of her perception.


“Awaiting instructions.”


“Review and report.” The dour, resonant voice seemed to be conjured out of the air itself, perfectly clear despite the moaning winds across the Maciej’s rooftop.


The chief’s words formed directly in the Major’s auditory nerve matrix, rendered silent and encrypted by one of the many neural modules beneath the surface of her skin. Even through the non-vocal link, the voice carried the same cadence as ever; every word precise, every sentence cut exactly to length. In all her time serving under Daisuke Aramaki’s command as a field operative for the Public Security Section Nine counter-terrorism unit, the Major had rarely heard the steely old man raise his voice. There had never been the need. She’d also never heard him speak anything other than Japanese, either aloud or through the comms. He did not require that others respond to him in Japanese, only that he be understood in his own words. This was not an issue for the Major. She couldn’t remember whether the language was something she already knew in her previous life or had been added to her linguistic skills as part of a cyber implant, but her Japanese was as flawless as her English.


* * *


Sixty floors below, a geisha bot in a floor-length red kimono, bound by a golden sash, made her way down one of the many corridors of the luxury Maciej Hotel. The floor was lit from beneath, a pattern of white rectangles outlined in black. One wall was covered in a curtain with a gold and black motif of water.


The geisha bot swayed gracefully as she moved. Like the décor, her appearance was meant to conjure the Japan of centuries past, but she was not meant to be mistaken for a human. Her faceplate was a painted feminine mask, glossy milk white with a perfect circle of pink that encompassed the area between her mid-forehead and lower lip. Darker pink eyebrows were painted at the top of the circle, and a small vertical rectangle of crimson marked the exact center of her mouth. Her hair was black lacquer, fanned out in the back with one section that rose up and two that framed her face. Her eyes were black and held no expression.


The geisha bot entered the wide space of a banquet room. This, too, was in the style of old Japan. Here, another geisha bot played the strings of a quiet samisen, picking out a melancholy, traditional tune, long alabaster fingers never missing a single motion as they travelled up and down the neck of the stringed instrument. Her head turned this way and that. She and the other geisha bots in service, all identical in form, had variations in the pink patterns on their masks, but all were clad in black kimonos—except for the one in red who had just arrived.


Human hostesses would have been completely superfluous here, as no one in the room would have cared to interact with them in any case. Bots not only suited the purpose, but the theme of the gathering; after all, the meeting in the banquet room was all about tech.


The executives of Hanka in their expensive suits and the delegates from the West African Federation in their brightly hued robes sat cross-legged on floor mats on either side of a long, low wooden table. They laughed and conversed, eating their expensive meal with chopsticks as the synthetic servants walked among them, topping up their sake and tea bowls from cast-iron kettles.
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